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Kum irl too Turmz 
COMING TO TERMS 

Plagiarism 
Darsie Bowden 
DePaul University, Chicago 

Plagiarism is perhaps one of 
the foremost and richest of post- 
modern dilemmas. It reveals con- 
victions and controversies about 
authorship and ethics, obliging us 
to closely examine assumptions 
about the stuff of composition stud- 
ies: the nature of the self, the nature 
of texts and their production, and 
the nature of language. The theoret- 
ical movements toward social con- 
ceptions of language and self have 
contributed to the increased use of 
collaboration in composition class- 
rooms and the proliferation of mod- 
ern writing centers. 

But social views of language use 
come up against a very Western no- 
tion of individualism and propri- 
etary interest in textual-both oral 
and written "texts"-production. 
The traditional Western view of lan- 
guage connects authorship with 
ownership. George Dillon (1988) 
explains: 

In a commonsense view, ac- 
tual words of discourse are ei- 
ther mine, or someone else's, 
and possession in this case is 
grounded in having selected, 
ordered, and uttered the 
words in some sort of public 
event (a speech or interview 
or press conference) or in 
some written document that 
can be cited and checked by 
others. (63) 

If we own what we utter, this has 
important bearings on who we are, 
both professionally and personally. 

Most writing instructors-and 
frequently professional writers- 
have had to deal with plagiarism at 
one time or another. By some ac- 
counts, plagiarism is on the rise. 

Alice Drum (1986) calls plagiarism 
"a disease that plagues college stu- 
dents everywhere" (241); it is a per- 
vasive and pernicious sickness that 
students must be cured of, presum- 
ably by the teacher. Augustus M. 
Kolich (1983) refers to it as the 
"worm of reason," commenting that 
"[t]he mere hint that a student may 
have cribbed an essay transforms us 
from caring, sympathetic teachers 
into single-minded guardians of 
honor and truth-roles that saints 
and presidents seem better suited to 
play" (142). Richard Murphy (1990) 
calls it "the cheating disorder" (898) 
and explores a case in which he ac- 
cused a student of taking her paper 
from several popular women's maga- 
zines (although he could not find the 
source). After pressuring her into ad- 
mitting that her paper was not her 
own, he discovered that he had bul- 
lied her into admitting to a crime she 
did not commit; the student's essay, 
about a very personal experience 
with anorexia, was indeed her own. 
While for many teachers, uninten- 
tional plagiarism can be resolved 
through explanation and instruction 
about textual conventions (see for 
example, Elaine Whitaker 1993), for 
others, both unintentional and in- 
tentional plagiarism embroils teach- 
ers and theorists into a heated and 
emotional conflict of values. 
ORIGIN OF THE TERM 

Kolich points out that the word 
plagiarism comes from plagiarius, 
the Latin for a person who owns 
slaves and was first used by the 
Roman poet Martial who claimed 
that another poet, Fidentinus, had 
passed off Martial's poems as his 
own and, hence, had stolen the 
"servants of his imagination" (143). 

But Martial is not particularly con- 
cerned, confident that, because Fi- 
dentinus is only a second-rate poet, 
he will soon prove himself a fool 
"for trying to enslave those [words] 
who serve the mind of a master" 
(Kolich 143). 

Writing students, of course, are 
not masters of the discourse they 
are trying to learn. The sense of vio- 
lation that English instructors feel 
when students plagiarize far out- 
weighs Martial's happy conviction 
that Fidentinus can't benefit from 
his thieving ways because of his 
lack of talent and expertise. Kolich 
points out that when students use 
the work of someone else and call it 
their own-particularly when they 
buy term papers or turn in articles 
cribbed from Time magazine-they 
display disrespect for the teacher 
and the academic institution (144); 
they breach a code of behavior re- 
lating to conventions of academic 
integrity (145); and they disregard 
the doctrine of original thinking to 
which our culture subscribes (145). 

CONCEPTS OF AUTHORSHIP 
Susan McLeod (1992) attempts 

to chart some of the conflicts and 
connections between values and 
conventions: 

As academics, we are so fa- 
miliar with these conventions 
[of acknowledging sources] 
that we may forget how 
strange they actually are. The 
very notion of being able to 
"own" words or ideas is after 
all a relatively recent one. 
Classical notions of art in- 
volved mimesis, or imitation: 
originality was not valued, 
nor was the individual artist; 
writers borrowed freely from 
one another.... It is perhaps 
not by accident that our mod- 
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ern notion of plagiarism was 
born at about the same time 
as two other ideas: the ro- 
mantic notion of the single, 
original author expressing his 
innermost feelings through 
art, and the capitalist notion 
of private property Ideas, 
words, and phrases are now 
(in what is surely a curious 
phrase) "intellectual prop- 
erty," to be trespassed upon 
only with permission of the 
owner. (12) 

McLeod also points out the particu- 
larly Western conception of author- 
ship that makes it possible to steal 
language. Other cultures (for exam- 
ple, Middle Eastern, Asian, African) 
cannot own ideas or words; lan- 
guage belongs to all. McLeod sug- 
gests that as our student popula- 
tions become more diverse, the 
problem will cease to be a simple 
case of cheating but a far more com- 
plex conflict of epistemologies, val- 
ues, and cultures. She cites Mike 
Rose's student Marita (in Lives on the 
Boundary), a hard-working student 
from the Los Angeles inner city, 
who lacks the cultural understand- 
ing and grasp of academic conven- 
tions that might have enabled her to 
avoid charges of plagiarism on one 
of her college papers (Rose 1989, 
179-180). 

Concepts of individual author- 
ship inevitably affect how much help 
can be given to students, especially 
in writing centers whose primary 
work involves writers helping other 
writers, predominantly through 
some form of collaboration. Irene 
Clark (1988) laments that our con- 
cepts of plagiarism restrict the ways 
tutors can work with students. She 
cites training programs in which tu- 
tors receive a number of admoni- 
tions designed to avoid giving stu- 
dents any unfair advantage: never 
write any part of the paper, "not even 
one phrase"; never point out gram- 
mar, spelling, or punctuation mis- 
takes; never hold the pens or pencils 
(7). The problem with these injunc- 
tions, Clark asserts, is that they deter 
tutors from giving help where it 

is most needed, early in a writer's 
development: 

If we in writing centers were 
not so paranoid about 
charges of plagiarism, we 
would be more likely to avail 
ourselves of the pedagogical 
advantages of imitation. 
Thinking in terms of [Vygot- 
sky's] "zone of proximal de- 
velopment," tutors might find 
it useful to "show" a student 
how to develop examples, 
correct an awkward sentence, 
maybe rephrase something, 
even help a student with a 
few spelling corrections. 
(8-9) 

Teacher, tutor, and student fears of 
transgressing a particular code of 
ethics actually prevent them from 
working together effectively on 
writing and error correction, both 
mechanical and global. 

Of course, students are not the 
only guilty parties. As one of Elaine 
Whitaker's (1993) students points 
out in an assignment on plagia- 
rism, teachers (and scholars) do it, 
too. In fact, theft of intellectual 
property occasionally makes na- 
tional headlines (for example, Mar- 
tin Luther King, Jr., Bruno Bettel- 
heim, Stephen B. Oates). Computer 
programs have been devised that 
can pinpoint word and sentence 
patterns in both professional and 
student writing and compare them 
with existing texts to apprehend 
plagiarists, turning scholars and 
teachers into language police, a role 
most neither relish nor have time 
for (see Note). 

CONFLICTS ON PLAGIARISM 
From the professional literature 

on both plagiarism and collabora- 
tion, it appears that scholars and 
teachers in English studies remain 
conflicted. On the one hand, plagia- 
rism is a nasty, venal, and immoral 
crime that needs to be eradicated 
while, on the other, plagiarism can- 
not be a problem-sharing and bor- 
rowing is inherent in the nature of 
language. Especially in a culture 
where classrooms are increasingly 

diverse, both teachers and scholars 
apparently need to address more 
fully the value systems that make 
plagiarism a crime. Given the en- 
trenchment of value systems, plagia- 
rism will undoubtedly remain a 
topic about which we (and our stu- 
dents) remain confused, combative, 
and litigious. 

Of particular interest to those in- 
terested in exploring the shift in as- 
sumptions about language and its 
impact on concepts of intellectual 
property is Andrea Lunsford and 
Lisa Ede's Singular Texts/Plural Au- 
thors (1990). Lunsford and Ede offer 
a summary of the concept of intellec- 
tual property, a short history of 
plagiarism and its status in a post- 
modern paradigm, and a detailed ex- 
ploration of the consequences for 
collaboration. For a more traditional 
viewpoint, Thomas Mallon's Stolen 
Words: Forays into the Origins and 
Ravages of Plagiarism (1989) pro- 
vides a historical survey of interest- 
ing cases of plagiarism in both liter- 
ature and film. 
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Note 
See Paul Gray's article in Time for a 

discussion of a computer program de- 
veloped by National Institutes of 
Health scientists, Walter Stewart and 
Ned Feder. For student writing, Glatt 
Plagiarizing Services (PO. Box 162033, 
Sacramento, CA 95816) has developed 
the Glatt Plagiarism Screening software 
that "is a valid and sensitive measure of 
successfully discriminating plagiarists 
from non-plagiarists." 

SEARCH FOR NEW.EDITOR OF ENGLISH JOURNAL 
NCTE is seeking a new editor of English Journal. In April 1998, the 
term of the.present editor, Leila Christenbury, will end. Interested 
persons should send a letter of application to be received no later 
than October 31, 1996. Letters should be accompanied by the appli- 
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eral support from appropriate administrators at the applicant's 
institution. Do not send books, monographs, or other materials which 
cannot be easily copied for the Search Committee. 

Classroom teachers are both eligible and encouraged to.apply. Staff is available to provide advice and assistance to all potential ap- 
plicants in approaching administrators about institutional support and 
explaining NCTE's support for editors. 

Applicants are urged to hold immediate conversations with ad- 
ministrators on the question of institutional support for the responsi- 
bilities of theeeditorship of this journal. Information.about both 
institutional and NCTE support can be obtained by calling or writing 
to Cliff Maduzia,.Director of Publication.Services, at NCTE (800/369- 
6283). The applicant appointed by the.NCTE Executive Committee in 
April 1997 will effect a transition, preparing for his or her first issue 
in September1998. The initial appointment is for four years, renew- 
able for three years. Applications should be addressed to English Jour- 
nal Search Committee, NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, IL 
61801-1096. 

with Cover.CrafI t 
you don't have to dig to find the treasure! 

i i, i,:• 'iii, ii•i ,i'iii iii: :'',ii'iiiiiii•!• i••,,',iii;iiiii iii: !:!:i ,i :,, '•,',i•,::•; •,•iii,•• iiiiili•,i',ii•,!,ili'',i •.•,,'•'•,'•,i !''• ',,;, iii' ii•,!iii',i'i',, i~i• 'iii iii•!ii•,',••?, '',?•,'•'!! ',,'•, •,ij,,',ii ,i~iii!i?,',',i•,, i',:i ,i•,' •,ii, !ii '•'•i '•i~ ••', •,!•, ••J •i! ii:, ',:•; •ii•',• •ii•ii•ii •,li ',,!!i',iii',', 

tain Kidd, 
ers bury their treasures unde 

catalog pages. But Cover Cr 
librarians hunt for good boo 

logo only appears on boo 
to hiave in your library or 

rooiii• 

::::::::ri:::r::: ii"i::- ::iiai:;:?i::-lrii 
?::: 

rable, attractive, economical, and 
...professionallyselected-Cover Craft 

books are ideal for your collection. 
Call 1-800-831-4190 today for your 

free 1996 Cover Craft Catalog? 

40COVEr*Craft 
Perfection Learning? 

1000 North Second Avenue* P .O, Box 500 * Logan, IA 51546-1 
1-900-831-4190 * Fx: 1-712-644-2392 

LOO jaaplUilI LL _vo 
~O~t ion 

. .... 

84 


	Article Contents
	p. 82
	p. 83
	p. 84

	Issue Table of Contents
	The English Journal, Vol. 85, No. 4, Literary Festival (Apr., 1996), pp. 1-104
	Front Matter [pp.  1 - 95]
	Letters
	Secondary Section Responds [p.  10]
	Whole Language [pp.  10 - 12]
	Grammar [p.  12]

	From the Editor [p.  13]
	In Memoriam: Dwight Lowell Burton, 1922-1995 [pp.  14 - 15]
	One Person's Opinion: Mob Rule and the Teaching of Literature [pp.  16 - 18]
	The "English Journal" 1996 Literary Festival Judges [pp.  19 - 20]
	We Shall Overcome [p.  21]
	Natural History at the NCTE Annual Convention Orlando, 1994 [p.  22]
	Short Fiction
	First Place
	The Patron Saint of Membership [pp.  23 - 27]

	Second Place
	I'll Be Fine [pp.  28 - 31]

	Honorable Mention
	House and Body [pp.  32 - 33]
	Serious Repercussions [pp.  34 - 36]

	Photography
	First Place
	Pigeon, Parc Dauphin, Paris [p.  37]

	Poetry
	First Place
	Ward 2 North [p.  38]

	Second Place
	The Last We Heard [p.  39]

	Honorable Mention
	Rain Shadow [p.  40]
	Why the Woman Who Loved Shoes Loved Shoes [p.  40]
	Adam Earth [p.  41]
	Triptych in Chapultepec Park, Mexico City [p.  41]
	Yellow Field [p.  42]
	The Elements of Love (For My Wife) [p.  42]
	Telephone List [p.  43]
	Fish Guts on the Windshield: A Miracle on U. S. Highway 17/92 [p.  43]
	Tinfoil (Jesus Saves Tinfoil) [p.  44]

	Photography
	Honorable Mention
	Abandoned Cafe, New Mexico [p.  45]

	Essay
	Save [p.  53]

	First Place
	Yearbook Signing Day [pp.  46 - 48]

	Second Place
	Living with a Greyhound or How to Love a 5:00 AM Sprint with a Dog Made of Velcro [pp.  49 - 52]

	Honorable Mention
	A Braver Thing: On Planning My Mother's Funeral [pp.  54 - 55]
	Centuries Away [p.  56]
	On Going In and Out of Closets [pp.  57 - 58]
	To Grandmother's House We Go [pp.  59 - 61]

	Rainbow Teachers/Rainbow Students
	A Final Column [pp.  65 - 66]

	Teaching Ideas
	Springtime Sanity Savers [pp.  67 - 71]
	Connecting with Our Future Selves [pp.  71 - 72]

	Resources and Reviews
	About Teaching: "Just Teach Me, Mrs. K." [pp.  73 - 75]
	Teaching All Ages of At-Risk Students: "Making Connections" [p.  75]

	Global Issues: Reconstructing Language and Learning for the 21st Century: The NCTE International Conference and the International Federation of Teachers of English Conference, IFTE #6 [pp.  76 - 79]
	New Teachers: Dealing Effectively with Student Behavior [pp.  80 - 81]
	Coming to Terms: Plagiarism [pp.  82 - 84]
	Software
	"Macbeth" (The Voyager Shakespeare) [p.  85]

	Bedside Table
	McMillan Arrives [pp.  86 - 87]
	Trio of Tales [pp.  87 - 88]
	Can You Go Home Again? [p.  88]

	This World of English [pp.  89 - 90]
	NCTE to You [pp.  96 - 100]
	Back Matter [pp.  101 - 104]



